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Václav Sixta

Introduction to the issue’s topic:  
Public history

Public history is an example of the fact that the more diverse the topics 
and practices a research field involves, the more intense the debate 
about its definition becomes. Most often, the origins of public history 
are put in the United States in the 1970s. At that time, public history 
was thought of as a field that would produce historians capable of en-
tering the job market beyond the academy. Universities there began to 
develop courses aimed at training ‘public historians’. The first profes-
sional association was founded in the USA in 1979 under the name of 
the National Council on Public History, which is still active today.1

However, much has changed since then. Especially the culture of 
remembrance, that is, all the practices by which different societies re-
late to the past. In the 1970s, the main media of memory were televi-
sion, radio and print media, whose recipients were predominantly 
associated with nation-states. This is well illustrated by the miniseries 
entitled The Holocaust, which was broadcast by NBC in the United 
States in 1978. A year later, the series was broadcast in the Federal Re-
public of Germany. In that country it was seen by over twenty million 
viewers, approximately one third of the country’s population. In addi-
tion, its broadcast was accompanied by televised debates by historians, 
and viewers could also call the experts directly into the studio.2  The 
broadcast was accompanied by controversy and also by terrorist at-
tacks on television transmitters by right-wing extremists.3  The contro-

1	 https://ncph.org/ [6. 6. 2023].
2	 An insight into period reactions is offered by a text published in the weekly Der 

Spiegel from 28. 1. 1979: „Holocaust“: Die Vergangenheit kommt zurück, https://
www.spiegel.de/politik/holocaust-die-vergangenheit-kommt-zurueck-a-
3609aeed-0002-0001-0000-000040350860?sara_ref=re-xx-cp-sh [6. 6. 2023].

3	 Annette WIEVORKA, The Era of the Wittness, Ithaca 2006, p. 99.
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versy included criticism of the overly superficial and aestheticized por-
trayal of the Holocaust, the commercialization of the historical tragedy, 
and distancing statements from the survivors themselves.

This series is usually referred to as one of the sources of the emer-
gence of contemporary global Holocaust memory, having brought the 
subject to the attention of the general public. Moreover, it was a case of 
bringing an “American” representation of the Holocaust to a country 
where many people had the experience of Nazism in living memory and 
the postwar generation was beginning to wonder about the fate of their 
parents before 1945. Criticism from survivors or historians did nothing 
to change the impact of the series.4  From today’s perspective, however, 
the practice of viewers across society watching a series together at the 
same time, calling from a landline to a television studio, or mobilizing 
a professional community to educate society, seems out of this world 
now.

Today’s culture of remembrance is not a hierarchical structure for 
the one-way dissemination of expertise, but a densely interconnected 
network of practices, meanings and institutions that is global in na-
ture.5 Digital technologies in particular have brought fundamental 
change, democratizing and decentralizing the culture of remembrance. 
Watching films and series is now possible both within the offerings of 
individual television stations and on streaming platforms, where con-
tent can be selected according to the viewer’s priorities and where cur-
rent productions are mixed with older works.

In addition to changing the production and reception of audiovisual 
images of the past, a number of practices are also developing that re-
quire the public’s own bodily presence. Museums and their visitors have 
become the focus of attention of the professional community. Re-en-
actment, historical events,6 retro and vintage fashion is being sold, cul-

4	 Ibidem.
5	 Gregor FEINDT – Félix KRAWATZEK – Daniela MEHLER – Friedemann PESTEL 

– Rieke TRIMÇEV, Entangled Memory: Toward a Third Wave in Memory Studies, 
History and Theory 53, 1/2014, pp. 24–44.

6	 Anna KOLÁŘOVÁ, „Dudy + fezy + motocykly = Strakonice“. Oslavy výročí města 
jako příležitost ke konstrukci lokální identity, Marginalia Historica: časopis pro 
dějiny vzdělanosti a kultury 10, 2/2019, pp. 93–111.
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tural heritage is being repaired, running for the Memory of the Nation 
or along the route of the students’ march of 17 November 1989, or 
raising money for historical projects is being developed. Museums 
organise public collections of objects for their collections, archives and 
other institutions digitise and publish their collections. Informal edu-
cation is being developed in museums, archives and monuments. These 
and other practices are encountered in a variety of institutional frame-
works: from transnational or national memory policies to the activities 
of non-profit organisations to community-based projects with no con-
nection to a specific institution. Commercial entities that engage with 
historical themes either in the context of marketing or directly as 
sources of income, for example in the context of tourism, cannot be left 
out.7

The changes in the culture of remembering have also been reflected 
in the self-understanding of public history. Thomas Cauvin - Professor 
of Public History at the University of Luxembourg and former President 
of the International Federation of Public History - defines the discipline 
using the metaphor of a tree: „The tree is divided into four parts: the 
roots, the trunk, the branches and the leaves. These parts are different 
but belong to an overall system; they cannot exist without one another. 
While history has traditionally been defined as the rigorous and critical 
interpretation of primary sources (the trunk), public history is broader 
and includes four parts. The roots represent the creation and preserva-
tion of sources; the trunk is the analysis and interpretation of sources; 
the branches are the communication of those interpretations; and the 
leaves are the multiple public uses of those interpretations. The more 
the parts are connected, the richer and more coherent public history 
becomes. The structure is not linear; uses (leaves) often influence what 
we deem important to collect and preserve (roots). The Public His(tree) 
should not be seen as a purely linear process but rather as an intercon-
nected system.“8

7	 Sharon MACDONALD,  Memorylands. Heritage and Identity in Europe Today, 
London 2013, pp. 109–136.

8	 Thomas CAUVIN, New Field, Old Practices: Promises and Challenges of Public 
History, magazén 2, 1/2021, pp. 13–44.
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The use of the metaphor of the tree in the quoted text creates a ten-
sion between the linear and hierarchical nature of this image and the 
emphasis on the interconnectedness of the parts that Cauvin repeat-
edly mentions. This illustrates well the ambiguous position of public 
history: on the one hand, the hierarchical statement supports the 
recognition of this sub-discipline within the field of historical studies, 
and on the other hand, the emphasis on interconnectedness seeks to 
encompass the ever-multiplying cultural practices associated with the 
culture of remembering.

Despite the inconclusiveness of debates about the definition of 
public history, several elements can be taken away from this corpus 
that are typical of public history, whether it is institutionalized or not. 
The first is that it is a participatory, not a popularising practice. That is, 
the aim is not to disseminate “ready-made” expert knowledge to as 
many people as possible (popularisation), but rather the public is di-
rectly involved in the production of historical knowledge. In this re-
spect, the term “public historian” is somewhat misleading, as it evokes 
professionally trained historians. But they are not the exclusive actors 
of public history. Thomas Cauvin therefore uses the term “practition-
ers” in this context. This can include both professionals and the general 
public.

However, the cultural practices that these “practitioners” carry out, 
such as collecting, researching, exhibiting or artistically processing 
historical sources or cultural heritage artefacts, are also not enough in 
themselves. Their importance lies in the fact that they create a space for 
reflective practice. That is to say, a practice in which all those involved 
enter with their own ideas as if into unknown terrain. And in contact 
with this terrain, they transform and adapt their original expectations 
to the situation. As a model, it is possible to imagine that for public 
participants without a professional relationship to historiography, this 
may involve a transformation of their understanding of the practices of 
historical research and the critique of sources, or of their experienced 
ideas about the history of the place where they live. For professionals 
(historians, teachers, archivists, etc.) it can be a valuable experience in 
relation to local memory or ways of communicating the topic.
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If the use of the term “historian” is criticized as too exclusive, the 
word “public” is also debated. The point is that its use can hide the fact 
that the “public” is a heterogeneous group that includes people with 
different interests, backgrounds, social status and political views or 
ideas about history. Thus, the participatory nature of public history 
does not imply an idyllic joint discovery of the past, but rather a con-
stant movement on the edge of controversy.9 As a result, the practice of 
public history cannot do without the need to mediate the coexistence 
of multiple perspectives.

I have chosen the preceding points as sensitivities that have accom-
panied and are accompanying the establishment of public history as 
a discipline in the field of historical sciences. Today, the discipline can 
be studied in dozens of academic departments and texts published in 
a variety of journal formats. This issue of Modern History, after all, is 
based on the third edition of the Public History Forum, which took 
place in the autumn of 2022. The Public History Forum is a platform for 
discussion on the relationship to the past, which was founded in 2018 
by the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes, the Faculty of Arts 
of Charles University, the Faculty of Education of Charles University, the 
Faculty of Education of the University in Ústí nad Labem, and the 
Antikomplex Association. Subsequently, the Institute of History of the 
Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic also joined the platform.10

The biennial conference is the centre of the Platform’s activities. The 
Public History Forum creates a space for sharing research results, expe-
riences from practice and their own work for all those who professio
nally deal with the past: historians, teachers, journalists, artists, archi-
vists, students, staff of museums, libraries, non-profit organizations 
and other entities. The different editions always have a main focus 
(2018: historical anniversaries, 2020: exhibiting history, 2022: global 
memory), but always offer space for reflection on topics that have 
emerged in the public space since the last edition.

9	 The topic of the community turn in art was critically examined in the sixth issue 
of Artalk Revue, https://artalk.cz/category/artalk-revue/ [6. 6. 2023]. 

10	 https://forumdvp.cz/en [6. 6. 2023].
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The identity of the conference includes, among other things, some 
of the aforementioned elements associated with efforts to define public 
history. First of all, I am referring to the effort to be inclusive in relation 
to non-academic participants. Thus, on one panel, a historian can meet 
a teacher or a journalist and have a joint discussion. This is also helped 
by the variety of formats (classic panels, round tables, presentations by 
foreign guests, poster sessions). The interest in active and passive par-
ticipation in all editions of the conference thus shows that although 
public history is not institutionalized in the Czech Republic, in practice 
projects that could be described as such are ongoing and their authors 
are interested in discussing their further development. The Public His-
tory Forum is a place that provides a safe space for this reflection.

The texts in this issue represent the diversity of what public history 
can be. Thematically and chronologically, they are therefore disparate, 
but represent research aimed at reflecting on the culture of remem-
brance and its transformations. In addition, they are united by their 
relationship to the theme of global memory. Each of the texts always 
shows in some way how the typical features of global memory manifest 
themselves in domestic conditions, or how to transfer the foreign de-
bate to the Czech setting.

Kristina Broučková’s text connects the theoretical reflection on the 
term “populism” with the events of the so-called Prague Spring of 1968. 
The author draws on the theory of Ernest Laclau, which allows her to 
understand the central concept of the text “beyond good and evil”, i.e. 
as an analytical tool, and not burdened with its usual pejorative con-
notation. The events of the spring and summer of 1968 are among the 
themes in Czechoslovak history that resonate most often abroad. The 
application of the term populism can thus enrich not only the estab-
lished interpretative frameworks in the Czech environment. Lucie 
Česálková and Andrea Průchová Hrůzová focus on the importance of 
digital technologies and visual codes for relating to the past. The text 
functionally connects theory with practice in the field of public history 
and shows the transformation of the roles of curator, viewer or re-
searcher as a result of the democratization brought about by digital 
media.
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The last two texts focus on literature as a medium of memory. They 
show, among other things, that this traditional medium is still influen-
tial in the Czech and global context. Kamil Činátl examines the recep-
tion of Kateřina Tučková’s novel Bílá voda (White Water), which thema-
tises the relationship between the Catholic Church and the dictator-
ship of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, the fate of the 
underground church and also strongly emphasises gender-based vio-
lence in the past and present. This book is also the subject of a review 
essay by Michal Sklenář. Karel Šima then focuses on the texts of Vlas-
timil Vondruška and examines the strategies by which this author le-
gitimises his populist approaches with his professional background. In 
the second part of the study, Šima examines the reactions of historians 
to Vondruška’s work and concludes the text with theses on the chang-
ing relationship between science and society.
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